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CAVITY-NESTING MARBLEDMURRELETS

Stuart Johnston and Harry R. Carter

In a recent paper (Day et al. 1983), a nest of a Marbled Murrelet

(Brachyramphus marmoratus) was documented that had been found by

S. Johnston on 2 July 1981 near Port Chatham, Alaska (see also Gibson

1981). This was the sixth definite nest of this species found in North

America and the fifth definite ground nest (Carter and Sealy 1983). The
nest was only briefly described as Johnston was unable to supply further

information to R. H. Day at that time. Thus, little attention was given

to the fact that this was the first definite nest to be located in a cavity.

The cavity was described in Day et al. (1983) as “a small grotto.” The
cavity was about 50 cm deep, 20 cm across, and 20 cm high at the entrance

(estimated from a field drawing and photographs). An incubating bird

was flushed from the cavity on 2 July, permitting Johnston and other

members of the British Aleutian Islands Expedition 1981 to examine

closely the egg and nest site. The ground color of the egg was a bright pale

green, which is characteristic of most Marbled Murrelet eggs (Kiff 1980,

Day et al. 1983). The egg was covered by dark brown, slaty, and lilac

spots that were clustered mainly at the large end. Although dark green

mosses and grasses and pale lichens grew at the entrance to the cavity,

no nest was evident and the egg rested on bare rock.

On 3 July, Johnston observed an adult (in alternate plumage) incubating

the egg. The incubating bird was about 30 cm from the entrance (i.e.,

near the back) of the cavity, where it would be protected from rain and

most winds. It faced outward and at times held its head below the high

point of the back in a flattened posture (see Simons 1 980). It was observed

and photographed from 2-8 m for about 5 hr. It opened and closed its

eyes (possibly dozing on the nest) but otherwise remained motionless. It

finally came to the entrance for about a minute (see Frontispiece) when
Johnston accidentally startled it, but it returned and resumed incubating
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in the same position. This short glimpse, however, afforded ample time

for definite species identification and documenting photographs.

The nest was found at an elevation of about 710 m, about 55 mbelow

the top of a mountain (as reported in Day et al. 1983). This is the highest

elevation at which a nest of a Marbled Murrelet has been found. The

surrounding area was very rocky alpine habitat with sparse vegetation.

The cavity was a hollow in the side of a rock outcrop or “stack,” such

that the entrance faced to the west and sideways across the south-facing

slope. This outcrop was a distinct feature that stood about 1.5 m higher

than the rest of the steep slope. Lower on the slope, subalpine vegetation

included salmonberry {Rubus spectabilis), bracken {Pteris sp.), and elder-

berry {Sarnbucus sp.) up to 2-m high with some alder {Alnus sp.) and

small spruce (Picea sp.). The coastline of Port Chatham, where the slope

leveled out, was heavily forested (mainly Sitka spruce, Picea sitchensis)

but part of this area had been logged recently. The ocean at Port Chatham
was clearly visible from the nest site (an aerial distance of 1-2 km), as

were the Barren Islands (about 40 km distant) where Marbled Murrelets

are also known to nest (Simons 1980, Hirsch et al. 1981).

Marbled Murrelets have been suspected of nesting in cavities by many
workers. Native Indians told Grinnell (1897) and Cantwell (1898) that

murrelets nested in hollow trees, high on the mountainside in Alaska;

other Indians told Dawson (1923) that they nested in burrows on some
of the higher slopes of the Olympic Mountains in Washington. C. de B.

Green, A. Brooks, and S. J. Darcus reportedly discovered murrelets nest-

ing in burrows on Cox Island, British Columbia, but their evidence has

been doubted consistently (cf. Sealy 1974; Kiff 1980; Sealy and Carter,

in press). Guiguet (1971) reported that loggers had observed murrelets

leaving high cliff faces on Vancouver Island, British Columbia. Although

he did not find any birds there the following breeding season, nest sites

may have been deserted due to disturbance from logging. The discovery

of a nest of a Marbled Murrelet in a cavity near Port Chatham lends

greater credence to earlier unconfirmed reports of nests in various types

of cavities. Marbled Murrelets are now known to nest on tree branches

(Kuzyakin 1963, Binford et al. 1975), on the open ground (Simons 1980,

Hirsch et al. 1981, Day et al. 1983), and in cavities. The diverse types of

nest sites used by Marbled Murrelets and their solitary-nesting behavior

increase the difficulty of finding nests. The ability to use various types of

nest sites may prove to be important to future populations if logging

continues to remove tree-nesting habitat in many parts of the breeding
range (Sealy and Carter, in press).



Johnston and Carter • CAVITY-NESTING MARBLEDMURRELETS 3

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Wethank Miles Clark, leader, and Simon Felly, James Ramsbotham, Nancy Thomson,

and James Wilson of the British Aleutian Islands Expedition 1981; Sven, Norma, and Sylva

Johansson, skipper and crew of The North Star of Herschel Island, and Miles Smeeton and

the Wildlife Reserve of Western Canada. S. A. Barton, R. H. Day, S. G. Sealy, and T. R.

Simons provided helpful comments on the manuscript. This is contribution number 280

of the Point Reyes Bird Observatory.

LITERATURE CITED

Binford, L. C., B. G. Elliot, and S. W. Singer. 1975. Discovery of a nest and the downy
young of the Marbled Murrelet. Wilson Bull. 87:303-319.

Cantwell, G. G. 1898. Notes on the egg of the Marbled Murrelet. Auk 15:49.

Carter, H. R. and S. G. Sealy. 1983. Inland Marbled Murrelets. Pacific Seabird Grp.

Bull. 10:63 (abstract).

Dawson, W. L. 1923. The birds of California. Vol. 3. South Moulton Co., San Diego,

California.

Day, R. H., K. L. Oaicley, and D. R. Barnard. 1983. Nest sites and eggs of Kittlitz’s

and Marbled murrelets. Condor 85:265-273.

Gibson, D. D. 1981. Alaska region. Amer. Birds 35:969-970.

Grinnell, J. 1897. Notes on the Marbled Murrelet. Osprey 1:114-116.

Guiguet, C. J. 1971. The birds of British Columbia. Vol. 9. Diving birds and tube-nosed

swimmers. B. C. Prov. Mus. Handbook No. 29.

Hirsch, K. V., D. A. WooDBY, ANDL. B. Astheimer. 1981. Growth of a nestling Marbled

Murrelet. Condor 83:264-265.

Kiff, L. 1980. Eggs of the Marbled Murrelet. Wilson Bull. 93:400-403.

Kuzyakin, a. P. 1963. On the biology of the Long-billed [Marbled] Murrelet. Omitologiya

6:315-320 (translation in Van Tyne Memorial Library, Univ. Michigan, Ann Arbor,

Michigan).

Sealy, S. G. 1974. Breeding phenology and clutch size in the Marbled Murrelet. Auk 91:

10-23.

ANDH. R. Carter. In press. At-sea distribution and nesting habitat of the Marbled

Murrelet in British Columbia: problems in the conservation of a solitarily nesting

seabird. In Status and conservation of the world’s seabirds (J. H. Croxall, P. G. H.

Evans, and R. W. Schreiber, eds.), Int. Council Bird Preserv. Tech. Bull. No. 2.

Simons, T. R. 1980. Discovery of a ground-nesting Marbled Murrelet. Condor 82:1-9.

POINT REYESBIRD OBSERVATORY,4990 SHORELINEHIGHWAY,STINSONBEACH,

CALIFORNIA 94970. ACCEPTED3 DEC. 1984.

COLORPLATE

Inclusion of the color frontispiece of an adult Marbled Murrelet {Brachyramphus

marmoratus) at the entrance to its nest cavity has been made possible through an

endowment established by George Miksch Sutton (1896-1982). Photo by Stuart John-

ston.


